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I N C R E A S E D  M O R B I D I T Y  A N D  M O R T A L I T Y  I N  S I N G L E  
P A R E N T  F A M I L I E S :  A  R E V I E W  
I N T R O D U C T I O N  
K a t i e  S t e n e r o d e n ,  D  . V . M .  
I o w a  S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y  
2 1 7 0  V e t e r i n a r y  M e d i c i n e  
A m e s ,  I o w a  5 0 0 l l  
A m e r i c a n  f a m i l i e s  h a v e  c h a n g e d  d r a m a t i c a l l y  i n  c o m p o s i t i o n  i n  r e c e n t  d e c a d e s .  
I n c r e a s i n g  p r o p o r t i o n s  o f  c h i l d r e n  a r e  b e i n g  r a i s e d  i n  s i n g l e  p a r e n t  h o u s e h o l d s ,  r e f l e c t -
i n g  b o t h  r i s i n g  d i v o r c e  r a t e s ,  t h e  g r o w i n g  p e r c e n t a g e  o f  b i r t h s  t o  u n m a r r i e d  w o m e n  a n d  
a d o p t i o n  b y  s i n g l e  p a r e n t s .  A s  f e w e r  c h i l d r e n  g r o w  u p  i n  t r a d i t i o n a l  f a m i l i e s ,  t h e r e  i s  
i n c r e a s i n g  c o n c e r n  a b o u t  t h e  i m p a c t  o f  a l t e r n a t i v e  f a m i l y  s t r u c t u r e s  o n  c h i l d r e n ' s  h e a l t h  
a n d  w e l l - b e i n g .  M a n y  b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a  v i t a l  c o n n e c t i o n  b e t w e e n  f a m i l y  s t r u c t u r e  
a n d  y o u t h  w e l l - b e i n g ,  w i t h  t h e  n u c l e a r  f a m i l y  c o n s t i t u t i n g  t h e  o p t i m a l  s t r u c t u r e  f o r  f o s -
t e r i n g  " n o r m a l "  d e v e l o p m e n t .  S o m e  s a y  t h e  c h a n g e  i n  t h e  t y p i c a l  n u c l e a r  f a m i l y  i s  o n e  
o f  t h e  m o s t  s i g n i f i c a n t  d e m o g r a p h i c  a n d  s o c i a l  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s  o f  r e c e n t  h i s t o r y .  
C o n n e c t i o n s  a r e  n o w  b e i n g  m a d e  b e t w e e n  s i n g l e - f a m i l y  f e m a l e - h e a d e d  h o u s e -
h o l d s  a n d  d e c r e a s e d  w e l l - b e i n g  o f  c h i l d r e n .  T h e s e  i n c l u d e  l o w e r e d  a c a d e m i c  a c h i e v e -
m e n t ,  i n c r e a s e d  a c c i d e n t s ,  p s y c h i a t r i c  d i s o r d e r s ,  e m o t i o n a l  a n d  b e h a v i o r a l  p r o b l e m s ,  
i n c r e a s e d  r a t e s  o f  s u i c i d e ,  d r u g  a n d  a l c o h o l  r e l a t e d  p r o b l e m s  a n d  d e a t h .  L o n e  p a r e n t s  a r e  
a l s o  f o u n d  t o  h a v e  g r e a t e r  l e v e l s  o f  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  d i s t r e s s .  
I t  i s  a  r e a s o n a b l e  h y p o t h e s i s  t h a t  s i n g l e - p a r e n t  c h i l d r e n  a r e  r a i s e d  w i t h  g e n e r a l l y  
p o o r e r  h o u s e h o l d  r e s o u r c e s ,  r e s u l t i n g  i n  n e g a t i v e  e f f e c t s  o n  t h e i r  h e a l t h .  A l s o ,  t h a t  e c o -
n o m i c  h a r d s h i p  i s  t h e  c a u s e  o f  i n c r e a s e d  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  d i s t r e s s  i n  s i n g l e  p a r e n t s .  M a n y  
s t u d i e s  a r e  p u r p o r t i n g  t o  c o n t r o l  f o r  s o c i o e c o n o m i c  s t a t u s  a n d  s t i l l  f i n d  a  d i s p a r i t y  
b e t w e e n  s i n g l e - a n d  t w o - p a r e n t  f a m i l i e s  w h e n  i t  c o m e s  t o  c h i l d  a n d  p a r e n t  h e a l t h .  T h e  
p u r p o s e  o f  t h i s  p a p e r  w a s  t o  r e v i e w  t h e  c u r r e n t  l i t e r a t u r e  o n  t h e  e p i d e m i o l o g i c a l  r e l a -
t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  s i n g l e - p a r e n t  h o u s e h o l d s  a n d  d e c r e a s e d  c h i l d  a n d  p a r e n t  h e a l t h .  
R E V I E W  O F  S T U D I E S  
A  p o p u l a t i o n - b a s e d  s t u d y  w a s  c o n d u c t e d  i n  S w e d e n  o v e r  a  s e v e n - y e a r  p e r i o d  u s i n g  
6 5 , 0 8 5  c h i l d r e n  f r o m  s i n g l e - p a r e n t  f a m i l i e s  a n d  9 2 1 , 2 5 7  c h i l d r e n  f r o m  t w o - p a r e n t  f a m -
i l i e s  ( 1 ) .  I n f o r m a t i o n  w a s  o b t a i n e d  t h r o u g h  S w e d i s h  n a t i o n a l  r e g i s t e r s :  S w e d i s h  
P o p u l a t i o n  a n d  H o u s i n g  c e n s u s e s  (  c h i l d r e n  l i v i n g  i n  o n e - o r  t w o - p a r e n t  h o u s e h o l d s ) ,  
S w e d i s h  T o t a l  E n u m e r a t i o n  I n c o m e  S u r v e y  ( w e l f a r e  a n d  u n e m p l o y m e n t  d a t a ) ,  S w e d i s h  
H o s p i t a l  D i s c h a r g e  R e g i s t e r  (  a l c o h o l  o r  d r u g  a b u s e  i n f o ) ,  S w e d i s h  N a t i o n a l  B o a r d  o f  
H e a l t h  a n d  W e l f a r e  ( h o s p i t a l  d i s c h a r g e s ) ,  N a t i o n a l  C a u s e  o f  D e a t h  R e g i s t e r  ( m o r t a l i t y )  
a n d  N a t i o n a l  H o s p i t a l  D i s c h a r g e  R e g i s t e r  ( m o r b i d i t y ) .  D i a g n o s i s  w a s  b a s e d  o n  t h e  d o c -
t o r ' s  j u d g m e n t ,  n o t  a  s t a n d a r d  d i a g n o s t i c  a s s e s s m e n t .  
4 4  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  J o u r n a l  o f  G l o b a l  H e a l t h  
Variables included age of child and parent, number of children, socioeconomic sta-
tus, welfare status, city dwelling vs . country dwelling, owning or renting a house, alco-
hol and drug abuse, psychiatric illness and ill health. 
Many of the differences in morbidity and mortality between single-parent and two-
parent families in this study were explained by the socioeconomic status - lack of house-
hold resources . Smaller contributions were made by drug/ alcohol addiction and mental 
illness. The authors claim a significant increased risk remains unaccounted for and spec-
ulate that this is due to three confounders: parental absence (because there is only one 
breadwinner), lack of social support (single parents are more isolated) and family conflict 
(single parent families largely become so through divorce) . They speculate that divorce 
and continued family hostility create a negative home environment where kids are 
stressed, unhappy and insecure which may lead to increased morbidity and mortality. 
Hospital records reviewed by the authors do not show severity of disease or injury. 
This is an example of selection bias in that it may be single parents have more hospital 
visits because they have no opportunity to share responsibility of a sick child and so are 
more likely to take a child to the hospital than care for them at home . Additionally this 
study lacked knowledge on shared custody arrangements and lack of information on 
when a divorce took place . This did not allow researchers to evaluate risk in relation to 
the length of time since parent separation. 
The duration and number of subjects make this an important study. Questions 
arise about variables and generalizability. In this study it was more common for the sin -
gle parent to have been born outside of the country. The authors don't elaborate on or 
explain this factor. They don't use the variables of race or ethnicity so it cannot be deter-
mined what "being born outside of the country" means or what affect it may have . It 
may have none, but it should be explained. Another important factor is that Sweden has 
subsidized day care making comparability with most other countries difficult, thereby 
decreasing the study's external validity. 
Re-analysis of data published in the Childhood Supplement of the Registrar 
General's Decennial Supplement on Occupational Mortality in England and Wales was 
reviewed ( 2 ). The supplement is put out by the British government and concluded that 
differences in health status between single-mother families and two-parent families can-
not be fully accounted for by socioeconomic status, so further research needs to be done . 
Judge and Benzeval claim that the findings of the supplement misrepresent the facts and 
are an excuse for ignoring health inequalities. Their study attempts to show that the 
method used for classification of children in childhood mortality figures is misinforming. 
This study and re-analysis requires some explanation. The supplement classified 
families into "unemployed" or into "social class's 1-V." Unemployed are lowest on the 
socioeconomic scale, next was social class I and so on to the wealthiest in social class V. 
It then takes the child mortality figures and only fits that data into the social classes 1-V 
( excluding unemployed) . The conclusion by the supplement was that socioeconomic sta-
tus does not account for most child mortality. Clearly, to be comparable the social class 
and mortality groups would have to contain all of the same individuals, unemployed up 
through social class V. This becomes even more important when we realize that single 
mothers make up 89 percent of those classified as unemployed and their children 
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a c c o u n t e d  f o r  6  p e r c e n t  o f  a l l  c h i l d r e n  ( 6 1 , 4 4 5  o u t  o f l , 0 1 7 , 3 7 9  c h i l d r e n  t o t a l )  a n d  1 4  
p e r c e n t  o f  o b s e r v e d  d e a t h .  T h e  a u t h o r s  c l a i m  t h i s  w a s  n o t  j u s t  a n  o v e r s i g h t  a n d  t h a t  t h e  
g o v e r n m e n t  h a s  a n  i n t e r e s t  i n  p u t t i n g  o f f  d e a l i n g  w i t h  t h e  i s s u e s  o f  s o c i o e c o n o m i c  s t a -
t u s .  B y  m a k i n g  i t  a  p r o b l e m  w i t h  a n  e l u s i v e  c a u s e ,  n o  o n e  h a s  t o  t r y  a n d  c o m e  u p  w i t h  
a n  a n s w e r .  
T h e  a u t h o r s  a c k n o w l e d g e  t h e  i n f e r e n c e s  m a d e  a r e  s p e c u l a t i v e ,  t h a t  t h e  e v i d e n c e  i s  
n o t  c o n c l u s i v e  b u t  t h a t  t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  a r e  p r o f o u n d  a n d  n e e d  t o  b e  a d d r e s s e d .  T h i s  i s  
c l e a r l y  a n  e r r o r  i n  d a t a  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  a n d  a n a l y s i s  a n d  i t  i s  c o m p e l l i n g  e v i d e n c e  t h a t  i n  t h i s  
i n s t a n c e  s o c i o e c o n o m i c  s t a t u s  p l a y s  a  g r e a t e r  r o l e  i n  m o r t a l i t y  i n  c h i l d r e n  t h a n  i s  r e p o r t -
e d  i n  E n g l a n d .  
T h e  C a n a d i a n  N a t i o n a l  L o n g i t u d i n a l  S u r v e y  o f  C h i l d r e n  a n d  Y o u t h  c y c l e  I  
( N L S C Y )  i s  a n  i n i t i a t i v e  o f  H u m a n  R e s o u r c e s  D e v e l o p m e n t  C a n a d a  a n d  S t a t i s t i c s  
C a n a d a  t o  d e v e l o p  a  n a t i o n a l  d a t a b a s e  o n  t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  a n d  l i f e  e x p e r i e n c e s  o f  c h i l -
d r e n  a n d  y o u t h  i n  C a n a d a  a s  t h e y  g r o w  f r o m  i n f a n c y  t o  a d u l t h o o d  ( 3 ) .  I n  1 9 9 4  t h e r e  
w e r e  1 3 , 4 3 9  f a m i l i e s  i n  t h e  s t u d y .  P a r e n t  a s s e s s m e n t s  w e r e  c o l l e c t e d  i n  t h e  h o m e  w i t h  a  
c o m p u t e r - a s s i s t e d  i n t e r v i e w .  T h i s  w a s  a  c r o s s  s e c t i o n a l  s t u d y  o f  d a t a  c o l l e c t e d  f r o m  t h e  
( N L S C Y )  ( 1 9 9 4 - 9 5 ) .  T h e  s t u d y  i n c l u d e d  9 , 3 9 8  c h i l d r e n  a g e d  s i x  t o  1 1  y e a r s ,  8 , 1 1 2  
f r o m  t w o - p a r e n t  f a m i l i e s  a n d  1 , 2 8 6  f r o m  s i n g l e - m o t h e r  f a m i l i e s .  
T h i s  s t u d y  e x a m i n e s  t h e  s t r e n g t h  o f  t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n  b e t w e e n  s i n g l e - m o t h e r  f a m i -
l i e s  a n d  o u t c o m e s  o f  c h i l d r e n .  I t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  n o t e  t h a t  s i n g l e - f a t h e r  f a m i l i e s  w e r e  
e x c l u d e d  f r o m  t h e  s t u d y  a s  t h e  e c o n o m i c  s t a t u s  o f  s i n g l e - f a t h e r  f a m i l i e s  w a s  s i m i l a r  t o  
c o u p l e s  a n d  s o  i t  w a s  i n a p p r o p r i a t e  t o  i n c l u d e  t h e m  w i t h  s i n g l e  m o t h e r s .  A l s o  t h e  n u m -
b e r  o f  s i n g l e - f a t h e r  f a m i l i e s  w a s  s o  s m a l l  a s  t o  n o t  b e  s t a t i s t i c a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  ( n = l  7 5  ) .  
S o c i o d e m o g r a p h i c  v a r i a b l e s  t h a t  w e r e  a d j u s t e d  i n c l u d e d  a g e ,  g e n d e r ,  n u m b e r  o f  
c h i l d r e n ,  i n c o m e ,  m a t e r n a l  e d u c a t i o n  a n d  m a t e r n a l  n o n - e m p l o y m e n t .  P e r s o n a l  v a r i a b l e s  
i n c l u d e d  s o c i a l  s u p p o r t ,  f a m i l y  d y s f u n c t i o n ,  m a t e r n a l  d e p r e s s i o n ,  p a r e n t i n g  v a r i a b l e s  a n d  
h o s t i l e  p a r e n t i n g .  C h i l d  f u n c t i o n i n g  w a s  a s s e s s e d  b y  s o c i a l  i m p a i r m e n t  s c a l e s ,  p s y c h i a t r i c  
p r o b l e m s  a n d  m a t h  s c o r e s .  
F i n d i n g s  s u g g e s t  t h a t  c h i l d r e n  f r o m  o n e - p a r e n t  a n d  t w o - p a r e n t  f a m i l i e s  d e v e l o p  
d i f f i c u l t i e s  f o r  s i m i l a r  r e a s o n s .  L o w  i n c o m e  i n  a n y  t y p e  o f  f a m i l y  i s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  
i n c r e a s e d  c h i l d  m o r b i d i t y ,  e x c e p t  i n  t h e  a r e a  o f  h o s t i l e  p a r e n t i n g .  C h i l d r e n  f r o m  s i n g l e -
m o t h e r  f a m i l i e s  w i t h  h o s t i l e  p a r e n t i n g  s t y l e  d e v e l o p  g r e a t e r  d i f f i c u l t i e s  t h a n  c h i l d r e n  
f r o m  t w o - p a r e n t  f a m i l i e s  w i t h  h o s t i l e  p a r e n t i n g .  
B e c a u s e  t h i s  s t u d y  r e l i e d  o n  m a t e r n a l  r e p o r t i n g ,  t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n  b e t w e e n  m a t e r n a l  
d e p r e s s i o n  a n d  i n c r e a s e d  c h i l d  p r o b l e m s  m a y  b e  r e p o r t i n g  a r t i f a c t  o r  r e c a l l  b i a s .  D o  l o w  
i n c o m e  o r  d e p r e s s e d  m o t h e r s  r e p o r t  h i g h e r  m o r b i d i t y  i n  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  b e c a u s e  e v e r y -
t h i n g  s e e m s  w o r s e  t o  t h e m ?  D o  t h e y  b e l i e v e  i f  t h e y  r e p o r t  m o r e  p r o b l e m s  t h e y  m a y  g e t  
m o r e  f i n a n c i a l  a s s i s t a n c e  o r  m o r e  a t t e n t i o n  p a i d  t o  t h e i r  p l i g h t ?  
T h i s  w a s  a  c r o s s  s e c t i o n a l  s t u d y ,  a  s i n g l e  p o i n t  i n  t i m e ,  s o  c a n n o t  t a k e  i n t o  c o n s i d -
e r a t i o n  t e m p o r a l  c h a n g e s .  T h e  a u t h o r s  p o i n t  o u t  t h a t  n o  s i n g l e  v a r i a b l e  i s  a s s e s s e d  b y  
m u l t i p l e  m e t h o d s  a n d  c o n s i d e r  t h i s  a  l i m i t a t i o n .  
I m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  t h i s  s t u d y  a r e  t h a t  i n t e r v e n t i o n s  a i m e d  a t  i m p r o v i n g  p a r e n t i n g  w i l l  
b e n e f i t  b o t h  o n e - a n d  t w o - p a r e n t  f a m i l i e s ,  b u t  m a y  b e  e s p e c i a l l y  h e l p f u l  i n  s i n g l e - p a r e n t  
h o m e s  w i t h  h o s t i l e  p a r e n t i n g .  
4 6  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  J o u r n a l  o f  G l o b a l  H e a l t h  
This was a good study but all the complicated talk about child psychiatric prob-
lems left the reader with the impression that the authors believe all problems are related 
to parenting. Some child psychiatric problems, especially some of the more severe prob-
lems, may have a genetic or biologic basis and that possibility was never mentioned. 
Several surveys were analyzed in a study by Angel and Worobey including the 
Hispanic Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (Hispanic HANES) and the 
National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey II (NHANES ) ( 4 ). The Hispanic 
HANES survey included 2,781 Mexican children while the NHANES included black 
children (n=838 ) and non -Hispanic white (n=3532 ) children. There was an adult ques-
tionnaire, medical history form and maternal depressive effect score measured by the 
Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale. Each child was given independent 
physical exam. The authors utilized the Survey of Income and Program Participation 
(SIPP) to establish economic status, which was the first wave of a large scale longitudi -
nal panel study that gave detailed information on individual, family and household 
income and social program participation for approximately 20,000 US households . This 
sample used 7,216 two-parent and 1,542 female-headed households. 
Four variable categories were adjusted for, including culture (language of the inter-
view and use of an acculturation scale ), medical (mother's assessment of health, physi -
cian's assessment of health and mother's depressive effect score ) sociodemographic vari -
ables and economic variables. 
This study examined the effect of marital status on a mother's perception of her 
children's health in black, Mexican An1erican and white children six to 11 years of age. 
They use three ethnic and racial groups because they felt varying cultural norms con -
cerning marriage, motherhood and divorce may influence the well being of single moms 
and their children . They hypothesize it is possible that single motherhood entails differ-
ent levels of vulnerability for children's health depending on the culture as well as social 
class in which it occurs. There is a complex interaction among marital status, economic 
resources and social resources that effect a mother's interpretation of her child's health . 
Because medical sociologists rely heavily on self-reports of health, it is impera-
tive to understand the nature of such subjective information . This study claims that a 
mother's report of poor health for her child is largely a reflection of her own distress level. 
Many things can affect the "accuracy" of a mother's assessment. According to this study 
mother's reports should not be taken at face value. There are several ways in which sin -
gle motherhood can affect children's health or a mother's perception of and response to 
her child's symptoms. Poverty may impair health, children in female -headed households 
may manifest the stresses they experience physically as well as emotionally and complain 
of more common childhood symptoms. Finally, as a result of her own stress, a single 
mother may view her child's health as poorer than it is in reality. Single mothers are sig-
nificantly less likely to report their children's health as excellent. There was a fairly con -
sistent association between low income and reports of poorer health , especially for 
Mexican Americans . The authors conclude that the stress associated with single mother-
hood is associated with economic deprivation. Also a significant amount of the less than 
optimal health reported by all mothers for their children is associated with economic 
strain . 
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T h e  s t r e n g t h  o f  t h i s  s t u d y  l i e s  i n  t h e  i n d e p e n d e n t  p h y s i c a l  e x a m ,  w h i c h  c h e c k e d  
a c c u r a c y  o f  t h e  m a t e r n a l  s e l f - r e p o r t s .  T h e  s a m e  s t a n d a r d  w a s  u s e d  f o r  a l l  p h y s i c a l  e x a m s  
t h e r e b y  m i n i m i z i n g  o b s e r v e r  b i a s .  T h e  a u t h o r s  c o u l d  n o t  u s e  s t a t i s t i c a l  a n a l y s i s  t o  c o m -
p a r e  t h e  t w o  s u r v e y s  b e c a u s e  o f  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  s u r v e y  t y p e  a n d  c o n s i d e r e d  t h i s  a  l i m i t a -
t i o n .  A n d ,  a s  i s  t h e  c a s e  w i t h  m o s t  o f  t h e s e  c r o s s  s e c t i o n a l  s u r v e y s ,  t h e y  c a n n o t  a s s e s s  t e m -
p o r a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  
T h i s  e x c e l l e n t  s t u d y  b r o u g h t  u p  s o m e  i n t e r e s t i n g  p o i n t s  a n d  p o t e n t i a l  c o n f o u n d e r s  
n o t  m e n t i o n e d  b y  a n y  o t h e r  s t u d i e s .  F e m a l e - h e a d e d  h o u s e h o l d s  a r e  f o u r  t i m e s  m o r e  l i k e -
l y  t o  l i v e  i n  p o v e r t y  t h a n  t w o - p a r e n t  h o u s e h o l d s  a n d  t h e s e  n e w  p o i n t s  a r e  e x t e n s i o n s  o f  
l i v i n g  i n  p o v e r t y .  S i n g l e  m o t h e r s  a r e  e x t e n s i v e l y  d e p e n d e n t  o n  p u b l i c  p r o g r a m s ,  w h i c h  
m a k e  a n d  k e e p  t h e m  v u l n e r a b l e .  B e c a u s e  t h e y  a r e  l e s s  l i k e l y  t o  h a v e  p r i v a t e  m e d i c a l  i n s u r -
a n c e  t h e y  m a y  r e c e i v e  l o w e r  q u a l i t y  h e a l t h  c a r e .  Y o u n g  s i n g l e  m o t h e r s  a r e  m o r e  a t  r i s k  o f  
d e l i v e r i n g  p r e m a t u r e  i n f a n t s  w h o  a r e  m o r e  l i k e l y  t h a n  f u l l  t e r m  i n f a n t s  t o  e x p e r i e n c e  
h e a l t h  p r o b l e m s  a t  b i r t h  a n d  i n  t h e  f u t u r e .  A n d ,  l o w  b i r t h  w e i g h t  i n f a n t s  b o r n  t o  y o u n g  
m o t h e r s  s u f f e r  m o r e  i l l n e s s e s  i n  g e n e r a l .  T h i s  g e n e r a t e s  n e w  c o n f o u n d e r s  o f  b i r t h  w e i g h t ,  
a g e  o f  m o t h e r  a t  b i r t h ,  m a r i t a l  s t a t u s  a t  b i r t h ,  r e l i a n c e  o n  m e d i c a l  a s s i s t a n c e  a n d  c h a n g e  
i n  p u b l i c  a s s i s t a n c e  o r  m e d i c a l  a s s i s t a n c e  t h a t  w i l l  h o p e f u l l y  b e  a n a l y z e d  i n  f u t u r e  s t u d i e s .  
A  c o h o r t  s t u d y  u s i n g  t h e l 9 5 8  B r i t i s h  b i r t h  c o h o r t  f o l l o w e d  t o  a g e  3 3  w a s  
r e v i e w e d  (  5  ) .  T h i s  c o h o r t  i s  c o m p r i s e d  o f  a l l  c h i l d r e n  b o r n  i n  E n g l a n d ,  S c o t l a n d  a n d  
W a l e s  d u r i n g  o n e  w e e k  i n  M a r c h  o f  1 9 5 8 .  D a t a  w a s  c o l l e c t e d  a t  b i r t h ,  a g e s  7 ,  1 1 ,  1 6 ,  2 3  
a n d  3 3  y e a r s .  A t  a g e  2 3  t h e r e  w e r e  1 2 , 5 3 7  s u b j e c t s  r e m a i n i n g  ( 7 6  p e r c e n t )  a n d  a t  a g e  
3 3  t h e r e  w e r e  1 1 , 4 0 5  ( 6 9  p e r c e n t )  s u b j e c t s .  S i n c e  t h o s e  w i t h  h i g h  l e v e l s  o f  p s y c h o l o g i -
c a l  d i s t r e s s  w e r e  l e s s  l i k e l y  t o  r e s p o n d  a t  a g e  3 3 ,  t h e  a u t h o r s  u s e d  d a t a  f r o m  a g e  2 3 .  T h i s  
e l i m i n a t e d  s e l e c t i o n  b i a s  s o  a s  t o  n o t  u n d e r e s t i m a t e d  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  d i s t r e s s  
b e t w e e n  l o n e  a n d  m a r r i e d  m o t h e r s .  
V a r i a b l e s  a d j u s t e d  f o r  i n c l u d e  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  d i s t r e s s  a s  m e a s u r e d  b y  t h e  M a l a i s e  
I n v e n t o r y ,  a g e  o f  t h e  y o u n g e s t  c h i l d  i n  t h e  h o u s e h o l d  a n d  n u m b e r  o f  c h i l d r e n .  T h e r e  
w e r e  n i n e  v a r i a b l e s  l i s t e d  a s  i n d i c a t o r s  o f  h a r d s h i p :  f i n a n c i a l  ( r e n t / m o r t g a g e  a r r e a r s ,  
b e i n g  i n  d e b t ,  l a c k  o f  s a v i n g s )  a n d  h o u s i n g  b a s e d  m e a s u r e s  ( h o u s i n g  t e n u r e ,  a c c e s s  t o  a  
t e l e p h o n e ,  l a c k  o f  c e n t r a l  h e a t i n g ,  s h a r e d  h o u s e h o l d  f a c i l i t i e s ,  h o u s e h o l d  d a m p n e s s  a n d  
o v e r c r o w d i n g ) .  
T h i s  s t u d y  f o u n d  t h a t  l o n e  m o t h e r s  w e r e  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  m o r e  l i k e l y  t o  r e p o r t  p s y -
c h o l o g i c a l  d i s t r e s s  t h a n  m a r r i e d  m o t h e r s .  T h e  m a j o r i t y  o f  t h e  i n c r e a s e d  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  d i s -
t r e s s  i n  l o n e  m o t h e r s  w a s  r e l a t e d  t o  f i n a n c i a l  h a r d s h i p  s o m e  m i n o r  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  w e r e  
f r o m  s o c i a l  s u p p o r t ,  e m p l o y m e n t  a n d  n u m b e r  o f  c h i l d r e n ,  e s p e c i a l l y  w h e n  c h i l d r e n  a r e  
y o u n g e r  m  a g e .  
T h e  a u t h o r s  w e r e  u n a b l e  t o  e x c l u d e  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  d i s t r e s s  a s s o -
c i a t e d  w i t h  d i v o r c e  w a s  a n  i m p o r t a n t  c o n t r i b u t o r  t o  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  d i s t r e s s .  D i v o r c e d  
m o m s  h a d  i n c r e a s e d  l e v e l s  o f  s t r e s s  t h a n  t h o s e  w h o  w e r e  n e v e r  m a r r i e d ,  b u t  t h i s  w a s  
c l a i m e d  t o  b e  n o t  s t a t i s t i c a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t .  T h i s  s t u d y  c o n t r i b u t e s  w e l l  t o  t h e  b o d y  o f  d a t a  
b e i n g  g a t h e r e d  o n  s i n g l e - p a r e n t  f a m i l i e s .  T h e  d u r a t i o n  o f  t h e  s u b j e c t  s t u d y  a n d  t h e  i n c l u -
s i o n  o f  s o  m a n y  v a r i a b l e s  l e n d  t o  i t s  g e n e r a l i z a b i l i t y .  
A n  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  B r i t i s h  G e n e r a l  H o u s e h o l d  S u r v e y  (  G H S )  w a s  r e v i e w e d ,  w h i c h  
w a s  a n  a n n u a l  c r o s s  s e c t i o n a l  s u r v e y  o f  1 6 , 0 0 0  h o u s e h o l d s  a n d  2 5 , 0 0 0  p e o p l e  (  6 ) .  I t  w a s  
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based on a stratified random sample of private households and has been shown to be rep-
resentative of the British population, so for the British population, it is generalizable . The 
survey asked questions about personal and household characteristics, social and econom-
ic circumstances, health and health care utilization. This study utilized data from 1992, 
1993 and 1994 and was limited to parents with dependent children . It consisted of 
16,736 families, 12 percent of which were single parents . 
The authors concluded that lone parents, especially lone mothers, have poor rela-
tive health status compared to couples. Much ofthis was accounted for by socioeconomic 
status, but four confounders remained - lack of a confiding intimate relationship, health 
selection into lone parenthood, stress regarding route into lone parenthood and finally 
the stigma of lone parenthood in Great Britain . 
The authors recognized that the GHS may be a poor source of information in 
terms of social relationships and it cannot get the ideal level of detail for every researcher. 
It can't establish how long since subjects last cohabitated so length of time since separa-
tion can't be identified, another case of cross sectional survey not being able to show 
temporal relationships. 
The study was a very informative analysis with an extensive introduction, back-
ground and literature review. This study utilized a self-report of health, which has been 
shown in previous studies to not always be the most accurate assessment of health in the 
parent or the child. Some of the authors' comments, such as, "Lone parenthood should 
not be seen as a totally negative experience." were questionable. 
CONCLUSIONS/ SUMMARY 
The hypothesis stated in the introduction to this paper is true - that is, single par-
ents and single-parent children are more likely to live in poverty, which has a negative 
effect on their health. It is very clear that if one wants to improve the health of single 
mothers and their children, improving socioeconomic status is step one. And step one is 
so important that step two might not even be measurably important. It would be of 
great benefit to see a cohort study that improved the socioeconomic status of single-par-
ent households and compared it to controls. While other factors should be explored, why 
not use the information we have and do some good for the majority of poor single moth-
ers? Do we have to stop, do research, surveys and studies to look for other elusive caus-
es when the largest contributor to childhood morbidity and mortality is staring us in the 
face? Every study reviewed found socioeconomic status to be THE biggest contributor 
to health inequalities in lone parents and their children . Do we need more evidence that 
enforcement of child support payments is crucial to the wellbeing of children? That 
poverty exists? That social programs geared towards women and children are crucial to 
the future health of our nation? 
Other areas for consideration: 
Study type: The almost exclusive use of cross sectional designs has resulted in flawed 
research in the area of single-parent families and health issues. Social science issues are 
just too complicated to fit into the neat method of cross sectional study design . 
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D i v o r c e / p a r e n t a l  c o n f l i c t :  T h e  l e n g t h  o f  t i m e  s i n c e  d i v o r c e  i s  i m p o r t a n t  t o  a s c e r -
t a i n .  T h e  s t r e s s  a n d  s a d n e s s  o f  t h e  b r e a k u p  o f  a  f a m i l y  u n i t  u n d o u b t e d l y  h a s  a n  e f f e c t  o n  
h e a l t h ,  s h o r t  a n d  l o n g  t e r m .  T h e  l e v e l  o f  h o s t i l i t y  i n v o l v e d  i n  t h e  b r e a k u p  i s  a l s o  a n  
i m p o r t a n t  c o n f o u n d e r .  A  g r o w i n g  b o d y  o f  e v i d e n c e  p o i n t s  t o  a n  i n v e r s e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  
b e t w e e n  p a r e n t a l  c o n f l i c t  a n d  s e l f - e s t e e m .  I t  h a s  b e e n  d e m o n s t r a t e d  t h a t  p a r e n t a l  h a r -
m o n y  i s  c l o s e l y  r e l a t e d  t o  p s y c h o s o c i a l  a d j u s t m e n t .  S e v e r a l  s t u d i e s  s h o w  k i d s  a r e  b e t t e r  
o f f  i n  s i n g l e - p a r e n t  f a m i l i e s  w i t h  l o w  s t r e s s  t h a n  i n  a  t w o - p a r e n t  f a m i l y  w i t h  h i g h  s t r e s s .  
T h e s e  a r e  m o r e  r e a s o n s  w h y  t h e  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  o f  s i n g l e  p a r e n t h o o d  a n d  c o n t i n u e d  h o s -
t i l i t i e s  a r e  i m p o r t a n t  v a r i a b l e s .  
W h o  i s  d o i n g  t h e  r e p o r t i n g :  T h e  r e v i e w e d  a r t i c l e s  r e m i n d  u s  t o  l o o k  c l o s e l y  a t  w h o  
i s  g i v i n g  t h e  a s s e s s m e n t  o f  h e a l t h .  I t  s e e m s  t o  b e  a  c o m m o n  o c c u r r e n c e  t h a t  p o o r  s i n g l e  
p a r e n t s  r e p o r t  d e c r e a s e d  h e a l t h  f o r  t h e m s e l v e s  a n d  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ,  w h i c h  m a y  o r  m a y  n o t  
b e  c o r r o b o r a t e d  b y  i n d e p e n d e n t  m e d i c a l  e x a m s .  
V a l u e - l a d e n  i d e a s  o f  f a m i l y  t h a t  g u i d e  t h e  e n t i r e  q u e s t i o n :  M y  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h i s  s u b j e c t  
i s  a s  a  s i n g l e  p a r e n t .  T h e  s t i g m a  o f  s i n g l e  p a r e n t i n g  h a s  a t  t i m e s  l e f t  m e  w i t h  a  v a g u e  f e e l -
i n g  t h a t  m y  c h i l d  w i l l  s u f f e r  a  m u l t i t u d e  o f  d i s a d v a n t a g e s ,  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  s o m e t h i n g  i n h e r -
e n t l y  a n d / o r  m o r a l l y  w r o n g  w i t h  g r o w i n g  u p  i n  a  s i n g l e - p a r e n t  f a m i l y .  T h r o u g h  t h e s e  
r e a d i n g s  I  s a w  a  b i g g e r  p i c t u r e  - t h a t  o f  a  c o n t e x t  s t e e p e d  i n  a  b i a s e d  v a l u e  s y s t e m .  M o s t  
a l l  o f  t h e  r e s e a r c h  i n t o  f a m i l i e s ,  s i n g l e  o r  o t h e r w i s e ,  h a s  e m b e d d e d  w i t h i n  i t  a  n u c l e a r  
f a m i l y  b i a s  t h a t  i n f o r m s  t h e  q u e s t i o n s ,  h y p o t h e s i s ,  r e s e a r c h  a n d  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  N o n -
n u c l e a r  f a m i l i e s  a r e  a  d e v i a t i o n  f r o m  t h e  n o r m .  N u c l e a r - f a m i l y  b i a s  w a s  a  c o n s i s t e n t l y  
n e g l e c t e d  t o p i c  i n  a l l  a r t i c l e s  a n a l y z e d  ( e x c l u d i n g  t h e  a r t i c l e  c i t e d  b e l o w ) .  T h a t  t h e  
n u c l e a r  f a m i l y  i s  t h e  o p t i m u m  s t r u c t u r e  i n  f o s t e r i n g  t h e  w e l l - b e i n g  o f  c h i l d r e n  i s  a  v a l u e  
j u d g m e n t  a n d  n e e d s  t o  b e  r e - e x a m i n e d .  A r e  t h e r e  p o s s i b l e  b e n e f i c i a l  e f f e c t s  d e r i v i n g  
f r o m  d i f f e r e n t  f a m i l y  f o r m s ?  T h e  i s s u e  i s  f a r  m o r e  c o m p l e x  t h a n  r e s e a r c h e r s  h a v e  b e e n  
w i l l i n g  o r  a b l e  t o  e n t e r t a i n .  I n  e v e r y  a r e a  o f  c h i l d  d e v e l o p m e n t  a n d  w e l l - b e i n g  t h a t  h a s  
b e e n  i n v e s t i g a t e d  t o  d a t e  t h e r e  a r e  n o  u n e q u i v o c a l  a n s w e r s .  C e r t a i n l y  t h e r e  a r e  n o  
a n s w e r s  t h a t  w o u l d  i n d i c a t e  a n  i n d i s p u t a b l e  l i n k  b e t w e e n  d e p a r t u r e s  f r o m  t h e  n u c l e a r  
f a m i l y  s t r u c t u r e  a n d  n e g a t i v e  c o n s e q u e n c e s  f o r  t h e  c h i l d r e n  i n v o l v e d  ( 7 ) .  I t  m i g h t  e v e n  
b e  t i m e  t o  e n t e r t a i n  t h e  n u l l  h y p o t h e s i s  - t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  n o  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  
d i f f e r i n g  f a m i l y  s t r u c t u r e s  s o  w e  c a n  g e t  o n  w i t h  l e a r n i n g  w h a t  w i l l  h e l p  o u r  c h i l d r e n  t o  
g r o w  u p  h e a l t h y  a n d  h a p p y  n o  m a t t e r  w h a t  t h e i r  f a m i l y  t y p e .  
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